This volume\'s vague title and anonymous cover art conceal a deeply unusual premise. In the words of the accompanying press release, Richardson and Morris attempt "an imaginative account of the progress of medical knowledge told in the form of the autobiography of a physician born some 2700 years [BC]{.smallcaps}". The result is a triumphant (not to say triumphalist) sight-seeing trip through the scenes of western medicine\'s "greatest hits", beginning in the fleshpots of Akkadian Mesopotamia and ending in the laboratory of Robert Koch. Our host---who carries his learning with the solemnity due to one who is almost five thousand years old by the end of the book---is initially named "Bal-sarra-uzur", though this Babylonian handle has been dropped in favour of "Paul Baldassare" by the time he and his companion Telesphorus reach medieval Europe.

According to the blurb, the book---a revised and expanded edition of Richardson\'s *Medicine through the ages with Dr Baldassare* (1999)---is intended as a general guide and revision aid for final-year A-level students, undergraduates and those studying for the Diploma in the History of Medicine of the Society of Apothecaries. In line with the demands of this readership, Richardson and Morris---a medical practitioner and historian, and an Apothecaries Lecturer in the History of Medicine respectively---aim to edify and educate in roughly equal measure. Each of the 22 chapters finds Bal-sarra-uzur/Baldassare in what the authors consider to be a key moment in the history of medicine: the teachings of Hippocrates, the European response to the Black Death, the rise of Paris medicine and so on. He talks or writes to the relevant "great men", and ruminates on the state of medicine and the spirit of the age. Each chapter begins with a time-line of relevant events in European history and ends with a "commentary"---six or seven numbered points explaining names or terms used in the text---and a list of sources for the authors\' imaginative reconstructions.

Such a method has obvious advantages and disadvantages. Contemporary historians might question the unrelentingly progressive rhetoric and the absence of any reference to Chinese or Indian medical cultures, but Richardson and Morris provide a comprehensive (though admittedly traditionalist) exposition of the history of western medicine and have an easy gift for evoking the feel of the past through judicious use of illuminating detail. Their highly imaginative approach is far more engaging than a straightforward recitation of the facts (if not on a par with the Socratic dialogue Richardson alludes to in his preface) and the amount of information they have packed into less than 300 pages is at times astounding.

Where this book falls down is in its poor characterization. Both the central character and the historical actors are rendered in a wooden and earnest style, leavened with only an occasional flash of (creaky) humour. The dialogue, too, lacks vitality, full of over staged debates and long passages of exposition. This is a real problem when it comes to writing for the authors\' stated audience: though the content of the book may be too advanced and detailed for A-level students, it is difficult to imagine its rather naïve style appealing to anyone beyond this age. *History of medicine* is a brave and original book, but Roy Porter\'s *The greatest benefit to mankind* (1997) still provides a better introduction to the history of medicine.
